Chapter 3: Communication Skills

LESSON 6: COMMUNICATING IN
GROUPS
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INTRODUCTION

In this chapter, you will examne some
of the characteristics and socd influences
that can affect group communications. In
addition, you will have the opportunity to see
how communication barriers and break-
downs can affect your ability to communicate
efectivdy ad how you can edadlish
credibility through your communications.

The at of communicating is a kil
tha you must deveop. Usng words so that
ligeners or readers understand their meanings
is a difficult task because of differences in
background, education, and experience of
individuals with  whom you ae trying to
communicate.

Throughout this lesson, remember that
the purpose of communication is to make
known and exchange information, thoughts,
opinions, or fedings by speech, writing, or
gedures. It is a transmisson and interchange,
by any means, of information, fedings and
direction. A communicator must remember
that communication is a circular process, with
both parties being free to present as well as to
receive idess, fedings, and attitudes.
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ELEMENTSOF COMMUNICATION

Remember, the communication pro-
cess is made up of various dements. These
edements are communicators (senders), mes-
sages, receivers, channds (written  words,
sound, dgght, radio, television), feedback,
noise, and setting. See page 67 for details on
esch eement.

The group communication process
follows the same forma. In groups, the
communicator may send a message to severd
recavers that dtach different meanings or
interpretations to the message and, in turn,
may offer different feedback.

GROUP COMMUNICATION

Whenever there is a group of people
together for any length of time, there will be
socid groups. Membership in these groups
normaly depends on factors such as Kill,
ability, job assgnment, ethnic background,
interests, or vaues. If you look around your
school, you will probably be able to identify

many socia groups.
INFLUENCES OF A SOCIAL GROUP

Not only can there be one or more
socid groups within an organization, they can
have a great ded of impact on the operaion
of the organization. By uniting, members of a
socid group (or of socid groups if there are
more than one in an organization) can
influence a leader’s action — or the actions of
the leadership in the organization — in regard
to making decisons on policies, rules, or
procedures.
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DEFINITION OF A SMALL GROUP

Most people would define a smal
group as having a least three and no more
than twdve or fifteen membes. A group
needs to have a least three members, other-
wise it would be difficult to make decisons.
With three members, coditions can be formed
and some kind of organization is present. Too
large of a group (more than twelve or fifteen
members) inhibits the group members &hility
to communicate with everyone dse in the

group.

Within the group, roles will evolve
and procedures will be developed as to how
the group functions A group must have a
common purpose or god and they must work
together to achieve that god. The god brings
the group together and holds it together
through conflict and tenson.

DECISION-MAKING IN GROUPS

Many groups meet to solve problems
or make decidons Typicdly, a gx-step
gpproach is used to make decisons within a
group.

1. ldentify the problem. What is the prob-
lem? Wha is wrong with the current
Stuation?

2. Andyze the problem. What are the issues
in play in your group's Stuaion?

3. ldentify the gods. Wha ae the gods of
thefind decison?

4. Gengrate the solution(s). Generate as
many solutions as possble  Avoid
groupthink by liging many solutions
(Groups experiencing groupthink do not
condder dl dtenatives and they dedre
unanimity a the expense of qudity
decisons. They are focused on reaching a
decison, not finding the best solution.)
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5. Bvduate and sHect the solutions. Measure
each solution againg the goas from step
three,

6. Implement the solution(s). Enact the
chosen solution(s).

BRAINSTORMING

Ancther option for decison-meking is
brangorming. When brangorming, group
members are encouraged to generate as many
ideas about a paticular topic as they can.
Group members should be encouraged to say
anything that comes to mind when bran-
dorming. Every idea is written down and
judgments about ideas are saved until later,
when the group returns to dl of the ideas and
Seects those that are most useful.

NOMINAL GROUP DECIS ON-MAKING

Nomina group decisonrmeking is a
group decison-meking tool used when the
group must place a st of options in a pre-
ferred order. In order to use the nomind
method, group members work individudly to
lig al dternatives to a problem or issue
Sometimes, the nomind method is used after
a brangorming sesson is hed. The group
facilitator asks each group member to
individudly rank dl of the options from
highet to lowest priority. Fndly, the fadli-
tator computes an average score for each idea.
The lowest score is the highest priority for the

group.
MAKING A FINAL DECISON

There are many ways that a group can
make a fina decison, decide on a solution, or
come to agreement. Some of the most popular
ways of making the decison indude:

Consensus The group members dl agree

on the find decison through discusson
and debate.
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Compromise  Through discusson  and
reedjusment of the find plan, group
members come to agreement by giving up
some of their demands.

Mgority Vote The decison is based on
the opinion of the mgority of its
members.

Decison by the Leader: The group gives
thefina decison to itsleader.

Arbitration: An exderna body or person
makes a decision for the group.

LEADERSHIP IN GROUPS

Leadership is concerned with control
and power in a group. Leadership can be
amed a dther mantaning the socid rda-
tionships in the group or fadilitating the group
to achieve its task. Groups will sometimes
have two leaders. one for the socid dimengon
and one for the task dimension.

Some researchers  believe  certain
people are born with trats that will make
them good leaders in dl Stuations. A second
perspective is that the group’s leader selects
an gppropriate leadership dtyle for the given
task. A third way of understanding leadership
says that to some degree, leaders are born
with traits that make them good leaders, but
that they dso learn how to become leaders
and use drategies gppropriate to a given
gtuation.

There ae four man dyles of
leadership:

Autocraticc. The leader uses his or her
authority to make decisions.

Democratic. Authority is shared and dl
group members help make decisions.
Lassezfare A “hands-off” gdyle in
which the leader dlows the group to make
its own decisons.
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No leader: No one in the group exercises
leadership. This style, says researchers,
leads to group disntegration and is
followed by autocratic leadership.

COMMUNICATION BARRIERS

In Lesson 3, you learned that there are
many baries to effective ligening. These
bariers can dso intefere with effective
communication in groups and lead to the
distortion of communication. Once you
understand how these barriers impact group
communication, you can do your pat to
overcome them.

Laziness. Effective communication can be
hard work.

Internal  didractions. Sometimes  group
members may have a lot on ther minds
and it is hard for them to concentrate on
what someone dseis saying.

Past rdationships. If members of the
group have either a poor or an excdlent
past reationship with each other, this can
affect communication.

Lack of trust. Bdieving that other
members of the group have betrayed your
trus or that they do not have your best
interestsin mind isabarrier.

Lack of odf-confidence. If a group
member does not sound confident, another
member may have a harder time daying
focused.

Prgudice. Prgudice can effect both how
we hear others as wdl as how we receve
theinformation.

The “hao” effect. If a group member has
an asociation with someone or something
the group dready likes, the group is much
more likely to be receptive to the member
as wdl as the information. Members may
not question what they should question.
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The “horns’ effect. If a group member has
an asociation with someone or something
about which the group has negative fed-
ings, the group may not ligen the way
they should.

Externd digractions. Sometimes there are
a lot of things going on in the same
location where the group is trying to ligen
to each other.

A different leved of power between
members. One member may have the
authority, and one not. Either way, it can
impact how members communicate.

Gender preferences. One group member
may have different expectations because
of the gender of another member.

Emotiondity on the part of a member. If a
member gets passionate about the topic, it
may didract other members from hearing
the real message.

Prgudging the message before the entire
message has been delivered. Sometimes a
member will say something & the dart of
a gpeech or conversation that may distract
another member from effectivdy ligening
to the rest.

Allowing pesond  characterigics  of
another member to get in the way. If one
group member was dirty or smdled
unplessantly, for example, another mem-
ber might not attend to everything that is
sad.

Not caring about another group member.
Being indifferent to a person can affect
how well another member pays attention
to the message.

Interrupting. Sometimes a group member
IS S0 excited about an idea he or she wants
to share, that the member does not wait
for the communicator's thoughts to be
completed. This distracts both the sender
and the receiver of the message.
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Trigger words. Some words evoke an
emotional response that prevents effective
communication. These words are distract-
ing because they make group members
concentrate on something else besdes
what is beng sad. Sometimes trigger
words will represent  different  things to
different members of a group. This dso
leaves room for misinterpretation.

Ddivery dyle. Sometimes the way infor-
mation is ddivered can be didracting.
One group member might have a very
monotone voice, or may continuoudy put
in verbd pauses like “uh” or “you know.”
Any of these things may cause other
members to concentrate more on the
delivery than the content.

PSYCHOLOGICAL BARRIERS

Each member of a group has psych
ologicd needs. If these needs are not met, it
can create problems. Psychologica barriers to
communication ae more difficult to identify
and overcome than other barriers, and require
leaders and group members to possess and
apply a knowledge of human nature to each
Stuation.

Since everyone has a unique combina-
tion of factors (or filters) such as needs,
values, bdiefs, experiences, education, gods,
gtc, (dl of which combine to make up a
person's character), it is through these filters
tha group members can see and hear the
exigence of possble psychologica bariers.
Consequently, it is through an understanding
of how these filters can drive and/or influence
ones character — dther independently or
collectivdy — that people can learn to avoid
potentidl communication problems, including
these barriers.

Unit 3: Foundations for Success
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GUIDELINESTO AVOID BARRIERS

Lised below are guiddines tha can
help you to avoid communicetion barriers.

Aim at your target. Group members
dways wat the taget of ther communi-
cation to understand the message thoroughly.
Therefore, before sending a message, take a
moment to am at the target. Form the content
and tone of the message s0 that it hits the
target squarely and correctly, and on the first

try.

Use several channels of communi-
cation and repeat important communication.
Snce bariers can eadly filter or block
information, communicators must  often use
sverd methods to rday the information. In
addition, repeat important communication to
ensure the information gets out to everyone.

COMMUNICATION BREAKDOWNS

Factors that completely disrupt the
flov of information ae communication
breakdowns. Presented below are three stua-
tions that can cause atota breakdown.

REASONS FOR COMMUNICATION
BREAKDOWWNS

Competing for a Person’s Attention

People or things that compete for a
person’'s attention may be one cause for a
breek down in communication. Competition
for attention occurs when a person receiving
the information is trying to do severd tasks a
once. For example, when somebody interrupts
you, one solution that you can implement is to
stop working, clear your mind, and concen
trate on the new subject until you understand
it, then resume work as before the interruption
occurred.
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However, if you are the person doing
the interrupting, you should handle the
Studtion differently. Your firda Sep is to
recognize that the other person is busy. If
your concern can wait, let it. If you must
interrupt, make it as short as possible.

Situations Affecting Self-Esteem

A communication breskdown can
often result from a gtuation that affects the
«f-esteem of the paties involved. In such
cases, if you are aware that certain people do
not get adong with each other, or have not
edtablished a rapport, condder this when
gving a message that must go to or through
the other.

Misunderstandings

Misunderdanding ~ what someone
expects of you is another factor that can lead
to a communication breskdown. When one
group member does what they think another
member wants them to do, but actudly they
do not do what is expected, there is a serious
lack of communication.

Misundergtandings often occur when a
person uses a word or phrase to describe an
action or event rather than actualy describing
what took place. For example, saying there
was a “fight” between Bonnie and Cheryl is
quite different from saying Bonnie and Cheryl
do not like each other and had an argument
last night over what to watch on televison.

Another cause of misunderstandings is
the use of jargon. Jargon occurs when socid
or professona groups use certain words that
have specid meanings because of the nature
of the group. Communication bresks down
when people outside the group, or new people
to that group, do not undersand the specid
meanings.
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Distortions, I nterpretations, and Filters

AsS you can Ssee, group communi-
cadions do not dways run gmoothly. In
addition to various socid influences or
bariers, frequently someone will  digort,
dilute, change, or dop the information flow
before it reaches everyone for whom the
sender intended it. As information travels
from one group member to another, each
member has the opportunity to make it more
specific by adding, changing, ddeting, or
refining the message.

Most communication processes are not
adways accurate or perfect snce each person
in a group must interpret what was sad. Two
more examples of opportunities for miscom-
municetion are grapevine and rumor.

Grapevine An unofficd, infoomd com
munication network.

Rumor: Poorly subgtantiasted information
that is passed dong the grapevine.

106

Lesson 6: Communicating in Groups

CONCLUSION

Communicating is one of the most
important things you do in life. Do not think
that it comes easily! You must practice good
communication  <kills  daily; then, you will
gradudly see results and be able to com
municate effectivdy and confidently in a

group.

Material in this lesson adapted from:
Borchers, T. (1999). Allyn & Bacon: Small Group
Communication. Retrieved December 2001, from

http://www.abacon.com/commstudies
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